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LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL 



On behalf of the Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental 
Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities, and pursuant to 
the mandate of Senate Resolution 21, I am transmitting herewith to 
the Senate thirteen detailed staff reports, set forth in this volume, 
which supplement Book II of the Committee’s final report entitled 
Intelligence Activities and the Rights of Americans. These staff reports 
present, in substantially greater detail, the results of the Committee’s 
inquiry into various areas which were highlighted in the final report. 

Once again I want to gratefully acknowledge the great effort, dedica- 
tion, and talent of the Committee staff. The principal authors and edi- 
tors of these reports are indicated in Appendix C of Book II of the 
final report. 

Finally, I want to express the deep appreciation of the Committee to 
Senator Walter F. Mondale for his excellent supervision of the prepa- 
ration of these reports as Chairman of the Domestic Intelligence 
Subcommittee. 

Frank Church, 

Chairman. 
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COINTELPRO: THE FBI’S COVERT ACTION PROGRAMS 
AGAINST AMERICAN CITIZENS 



I. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 

/ 

COINTELPRO is the FBI acronym for a series of covert action 
programs directed against domestic groups. In these programs, the 
Bureau went beyond the collection of intelligence to secret action de- 
signed to “disrupt” and “neutralize” target groups and individuals. 
The techniques were adopted wholesale from wartime counterintelli- 
gence, and ranged from the trivial (mailing reprints of Reader's 
Digest articles to college administrators) to the degrading (sending 
anonymous poison-pen letters intended to break up marriages) and the 
dangerous (encouraging gang warfare and falsely labeling members 
of a violent group as police informers) . 

This report is based on a staff study of more than 20,000 pages of 
Bureau documents, depositions of many of the Bureau agents involved 
in the programs, and interviews of several COINTELPRO targets. 
The examples selected for discussion necessarily represent a small per- 
centage of the more than 2,000 approved COINTELPRO actions. 
Nevertheless, the cases demonstrate the consequences of a Government 
agency’s decision to take the law into its own hands for the “greater 
good” of the country. 

COINTELPRO began in 1956, in part because of frustration with 
Supreme Court rulings limiting the Government’s power to proceed 
overtly against dissident groups; it ended in 1971 with the threat of 
public exposure. 1 In the intervening 15 years, the Bureau conducted 
a sophisticated vigilante operation aimed squarely at preventing the 
exercise of First Amendment rights of speech and association, on the 
theory that preventing the growth of dangerous groups and the propa- 
gation of dangerous ideas would protect the national security and deter 
violence. 2 

Many of the techniques used would be intolerable in a democratic 
society even if all of the targets had been involved in violent activity, 
but COINTELPRO went far beyond that. The unexpressed major 
premise of the programs was that a law enforcement agency has the 
duty to do whatever is necessary to combat perceived threats to the 
existing social and political order. 



1 On March 8, 1971, the FBI resident agency in Media, Pennslyvania, was broken 
into. Documents stolen in the break-in were widely circulated and published by 
the press. Since some documents carried a “COINTELPRO” caption — a word 
unknown outside the Bureau — Carl Stern, a reporter for NBC, commenced a 
Freedom of Information Act lawsuit to compel the Bureau to produce other docu- 
ments relating to the programs. The Bureau decided because of “security 
reasons” to terminate them on April 27, 1971. (Memorandum from C. D. Brennan 
to W. C. Sullivan, 4/27/71 ; Letter from FBI headquarters to all SAC’s, 4/28/71.) 

“The Bureau’s direct attacks on speaking, teaching, writing, and meeting are 
discussed at pp. 28-33, attempts to prevent the growth of groups are set forth 
at pp. 34—10. 
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